RALPH    RASHLEIGH
inspection over, the men were broken into groups and
dispatched to various places of labour, Rashlelgh with
seventy others being drafted for employment in the old coal-
mine, so called to distinguish it from another shaft which
had recently been sunk*
A grim-visaged overseer received them at the pithead, and
called his clerk *to take the likenesses' of the new victims of
his oppression. The clerk was a miserable, half-starved,
browbeaten creature, who did his duty trembling with
fear at the threats of his superior; after which the men
were lowered singly in a bucket to the bottom of the
shaft.
Rashleigh gazed into the gloom, full of wonder at the
strangeness of the scene. Seven low passages opened out
from the space at the foot of the shaft, dimly lit by small
lamps; but at the end of each tunnel was a blaze of light. In
the glow, like some glimpse of inferno, he saw groups of
men working feverishly, who redoubled their exertions at
sight of the hated overseer who had brought down the new
hands. As this brute stepped out of the bucket, he criticized
the manner in which a wagon had been filled by a gang who
had just dragged it along to be unloaded. Cursing and
abusing them, he set upon the men in charge, with a stout
cudgel^ and in a few moments had knocked every man down,
and then beaten them until they rose again, driving them
back to refill the wagon down the passage along which they
had just come*
then in sight, and came up running, when the commandant abused the man,
and called him a damned scoundrel, and said, "Where have you been, and
why were you not in attendance,'* and he kicked him and in fact knocked him
down, and he then ordered them to send for the flogger to flog him; the people
were at that time in church, and it occasioned a considerable deal of talk; he
ordered the man to be flogged, and he was flogged.'
247